Abstract: This paper considers Matthew Gwinne's Nero tragaedia nova (1603) and how the playwright treats the themes of custom and innovation to explore contemporary Elizabethan politics. The article reads Gwinne's work in the context of late Elizabethan interest in Neostoicism, and examines how Gwinne deploys the language of Neostoicism to comment on the Elizabethan succession crisis.
by an unsettled succession, by an ambitious ruler, and by glory-seeking rebels. Gwinne emphasises the need to maintain order and custom and presents Nero's reign as having caused an irreparable rupture in Roman history in its departure from norms and conventions. Gwinne's dramatic work is heavily influenced by his involvement in translating Montaigne's Essais, which display a similar weariness with perpetual political change. Gwinne appropriates much of Montaigne's scepticism about the wisdom of interfering in political affairs, and suggests that, where political activity is likely to have damaging repercussions, it is preferable to persevere with the existing situation without seeking amendment for political ills. 6 Gwinne's text was published in 1603 and, as Dana Sutton has demonstrated, it is evident that Gwinne was finalising the text of his drama on the threshold between the reigns of Elizabeth I and James I. In many respects the play echoes much of the anticipation and anxiety of the later Elizabethan period, and Gwinne's focus on Rome in a period of transition establishes a parallel between the Neronian era and the concerns of the Elizabethans.
Gwinne, the Essais and Elizabethan politics
The emphasis on maintaining the political status quo undoubtedly stems from Gwinne's participation in translating Montaigne's philosophical work, the Essais, and his connection to John Florio. 11 We should read Sandsbury's remarks not only as an indication that Gwinne's characterisation of Seneca is more realistic than that provided by other "new humanists", but also, as Emma Buckley has demonstrated, that Gwinne's drama itself is more faithful to the Senecan dramatic style than most Senecan-inspired pieces. 12 The choruses (and their references to misery and evil), the lyricism of the dialogue, and the bloodiness of the action are features Gwinne's drama borrows from Seneca. 13 In using Tacitus and Seneca to articulate the need for obedience to a sovereign, and to stress the fundamental importance of unity within a polity, Gwinne is revealing something of his attitude towards contemporary political events. Gwinne's political interest in Tacitus and stoicism is at odds with the rhetoric of constitutionalism and nondomination which, it has been implied, typified the reception of Tacitus and Seneca in late Elizabethan England.
14 More specifically, Gwinne is most certainly attuned to the discourse associated with the forward Protestants who were frustrated by Elizabeth's inaction over Europe's religious wars and angered by her alleged stifling of military virtue.
However, he uses Tacitus and Seneca to reach political conclusions fundamentally opposed to the politics of these men. Although Gwinne seems to have had little direct relationship with the court during Elizabeth's later years, it is possible to connect Gwinne to prominent members of the Essex circle. Given his association with Florio -who was himself tutor to the third Earl of Southampton, and whose fortunes "on the face of it" seemed tied to Essex and his associates -it is reasonable to assume that Gwinne shared some of his friend's interest in this group's affairs. 15 Gwinne himself provided a poem addressed to the Earl of Southampton for inclusion in Florio's Dictionary. 16 Furthermore, after the Essex rebellion, Gwinne corresponded with John Davies, who served with Essex in France and Ireland, and was only spared execution for his part in Essex's rebellion because he exposed his accomplices. 17 In addition to these connections, Gwinne's part in the publication of the 1590 Arcadia perhaps indicates some ideological sympathy with the Tacitism and Neo-Stoicism of the Essex circle, since it seems this edition was designed to hitch Sidney's political and ethical outlook to the interests of the Essex-circle.
18 These connections are, nevertheless, tenuous and the nature of Gwinne's relationship to this group of mavericks seems as ambiguous as Florio's.
19 Nero was written in the aftermath of the Essex rebellion, and in his depiction of the rebellion against Nero Gwinne's criticism of Essex's actions is discernible. 19 Yates makes the suggestion, based on Florio's correspondence with the Venetian diplomat Niccolò Molino (10 August 1600 C.S.P. Domestic 1598 Domestic -1601 , that Florio may have been in the employment of the Cecil faction and tasked with spying on Essex and Southampton; see YATES John Forio, This second half of this article explores how Gwinne uses Nero's reign to depict the dangers of political innovation. As outlined, Gwinne was probably writing his drama in the final years of Elizabeth's reign when uncertainty about the succession was rife. His depiction of Nero is undoubtedly influenced by this uncertainty, as Gwinne chooses to narrate Nero's reign from the period of Nero's dubious accession through to the moment when it seems that the Julio-Claudian line would be extinguished by Nero's overthrow and death. Gwinne's play opens on the cusp of the succession: Claudius is engaged in protracted deliberations about his marriage, and then announces his adoption of Nero (I.ii and I.iii). Throughout this, Gwinne stresses the novelty of Nero's succession and the rupture this innovation causes within the state. In the process of narrating how Agrippina secured the succession for her son despite the desires of Rome, and in detailing the havoc the pair subsequently wreaked, Gwinne channels the anxieties of the late Elizabethans about their own succession crisis. What is more, he does so by evoking the disillusionment of Montaigne and his concern about political and religious strife.
Custom and tradition in imperial Rome
The play opens with Claudius celebrating the glories of the Roman Empire and complacently acknowledging the stability and prosperity his reign has brought to the Roman people (I.ii.112-151). In these opening scenes, Gwinne dwells on the source of Rome's instability: Claudius's marriage to Agrippina and the adoption of Nero as his heir. Claudius continues his opening speech by boasting about being "wooed by rival brides" and about his right as "a bachelor" to be "free to choose a wife", whether it be for reasons of "policy", "lust" or "ardent love" (I.ii.146-148).
20 His closest advisors, Narcissus, Calistus and Pallas, sing the praises of Claudius's prospective brides. When Claudius considers marriage to his niece, Agrippina, Gwinne illustrates how this decision goes against common practice and common sense. Claudius acknowledges the uproar betrothal to Agrippina would provoke: In this exchange Gwinne suggests that Claudius's decision to circumvent the wishes of the populace, by marrying Agrippina, represents an extension of royal prerogative. He does this by underscoring how Claudius is urged by Vitellius to caonsider himself lex loquens. However, the most significant aspect of the above exchange is the fact that Gwinne frames the whole discussion concerning the legitimacy of Agrippina and Claudius's marriage (and Nero's adoption) as a matter relating to the issue of custom and tradition. As the drama continues, Silanus, Claudius's son-in-law, is informed about his imminent removal from the Senate, and is told that Claudius has denied Silanus's claim to the throne. Again, Gwinne stresses the novelty of the situation:
VIT. …. I admit that marriage to a brother's daughter is a new thing at Rome. But elsewhere it is familiar, nor do the laws forbid it. Custom is unfair: marriage to a cousin was once unknown, but the passage of time removed this obstacle. Customs become accommodated to human needs, and things now once familiar were once novelties -as will this innovation, thanks to their example (I.iii.377-382).
22
The opening scenes of Gwinne's drama, then, indicate that Rome's misfortunes have grown ultimately from the rejection of custom. In this focus, it is evident that Gwinne is reflecting something of the Neostoics' unease at the readiness to discard long-held beliefs and shake off tried and tested methods of governance.
In "Of Custome", an essay which appears in the first book of the Essais, Montaigne expresses his distaste for "noveltie, what countenance soever it shew", because he has "seene very hurtfull effects follow the same".
23 Employing the metaphor of the body in his discussion of the polity, Montaigne explains that there is little profit to be gained "in the change of a received lawe", since it is "impossible to stirre or displace one" without irreparably weakening and undermining the whole system itself. 24 In his Nero, Gwinne seems to adopt the stance Montaigne had adopted in his early essays when treating political change. Gwinne also shares the reverence the French philosopher Pierre Charron has for custom. Charron's work was translated into English in 1608 but, as Parmelee notes, the French work appeared in 1601 and would have been known to Elizabethan readers.
25 For Charron, upholding the "lawes & customes" of a country, "both in word and deed", is paramount.
26 He points to the detrimental effects of innovation and the suspension of customs: "All change and alteration of lawes, beleefes, customes and observances is very dangerous, and yeeldeth always more evill than good; it bringeth with it certaine and present evils for a good that is uncertaine to come. 27 
Gwinne and the Anjou match
While Gwinne is consistent in articulating this idea, it is less clear how his pessimistic view of political innovation should be interpreted in relation to Elizabethan politics. There are a number of possible analogies that can be extracted from the play's opening scene, where Claudius's and Agrippina's nuptials confirm Rome's fate. The debate over Claudius's choice of brides, and the dramatisation of his power being eclipsed by the imperial consort, must surely represent Gwinne's recollection of the debate about Elizabeth's proposed marriage in the late 1570s and 1580s. Gwinne seems to echo the pessimism and anxiety individuals like Sir Philip Sidney expressed about the Anjou match in the later decades of Elizabeth's reign. Claudius's ghost's exclamation in act two that " [a] false Nero invades a kingdom not his own and casts down the true Nero" (II.i. 660-661) reflects some of the anxieties expressed by those opposed to Elizabeth's planned marriage to Anjou. 29 For instance, in his letter of 1579 to Elizabeth, Philip Sidney outlined his certainty that England would become prey to domination by the ambitious Anjou, who would not be content to submit to Elizabeth. 30 Furthermore, in Claudius's opening speech in celebration of Rome's prosperity and the settled peace of the empire, there are a number of thematic and linguistic echoes of Sidney's depiction of Elizabethan England. In his famous "Letter" to Elizabeth, Sidney outlines that security and stability rests on the trust the people have for their monarch. Blair Worden points to Sidney's assertion that Elizabeth's government is based on the love and fear her subjects have for her, and that the success in maintaining their loyalty during this time of tribulation over the Anjou match rests with her ability to demonstrate her virtue, justice, and resolution. 31 To proceed with the marriage to Anjou would, Sidney contends, be to submit to the attraction of an outward sense of stability provided by alliance with Anjou, but this, he continues, is a far less settled strength than that Elizabeth possesses when she stands alone. 32 Sidney fears that Elizabeth will suffer a loss of her "honourable constancy" if she commits to a marriage based not on a shared diplomatic fear or desire, but on "private affection". 33 Claudius's reign, like Elizabeth's, is "enjoying a stable fortune" with a "foundation" greater than ever before (I.ii.115-120).
34 He possesses "Fortune's support, and Virtue's guidance", like Elizabeth, but is willing to forfeit all these benefits in order "to indulge" his "need" and "nature", and is keen "to wield the thyrsus of Bacchus and the distaff of Hercules" (I.ii.130-145).
35
Claudius's reference to the Phoenix (I.ii.151) might further confirm that Gwinne gestures towards the question of Elizabeth's marriage and the succession that had dominated discourse in the previous decades. 
Gwinne, James I, and Mary Queen of Scots
If Gwinne looks forward to the prospect of James I's accession, rather than backwards at Elizabeth's failed marriage negotiations, it may also be the case that Gwinne picks up the message that James I stresses in his own political thought: that of pursuing a marriage in good 31 WORDEN. 34 "Me cernat, et te Roma: vix aetas tulit / Exempla quaeuis paria, quàm stabili bono / Fruerentur αὐτοκράτορες terrae Ioues. / Augusta rerum Domina, et Europae caput / In astra surgit Romuli angustus labor; / Et talis annos bis quater centum stetit" (GWINNE, Nero tragaedia nova, sig. B1v). 35 "Caesare fauente, comite fortunâ, duce / Virtute, vinci quod volo, victum dabo. … Libet, orbe domito, genium et ingenium sequi, / Tractare thyrsum Bacchi, et Alcidae colum" (GWINNE, Nero tragaedia nova, sig. B2r). 36 "Phaenix iugales sola non nouit faces" (GWINNE, Nero tragaedia nova, sig. B2r).
conscience and based on sound counsel and custom. In the Basilikon Doron, first published in Edinburgh in 1599, James instructs his son to recognise marriage as one of the most important decisions a monarch can make. Due attention must be paid to "the weale of his people" when choosing a bride, and a monarch must not "for any accessory cause or worldly respects" choose a woman "unable, either through age, nature, or accident, for procreation of children". 37 A ruler must be particularly concerned to avoid marrying one "of knowne euill conditions, or vicious education: for the woman is ordeined to be a helper, and not a hinderer to man".
38 Gwinne seems to echo James's general sentiment and, in portraying Claudius's misfortune as the result of his defiance of shrewd advice like that offered by James, Gwinne perhaps attempts to endear himself to the future ruler.
Alternatively, it is possible to read Agrippina's attempts to secure Nero's succession and assassinate Claudius as a reflection on the threat posed by Mary Queen of Scots. Agrippina's dialogue with Pallas in the first act, in which she plots to assassinate Claudius by having him ingest poison, is obviously topical as Gwinne seems to tap into contemporary fears about the ambitions of Elizabeth's rival. In the New Arcadia, with which Gwinne was very familiar, the figure of Cecropia, as Worden illustrates, serves as an allegory for the threat posed by Mary Queen of Scots since her arrival in England in 1568.
39 The action of the New Arcadia centres in part on the machinations of Cecropia who, by the opening of the action, has already attempted to assassinate Basilius. The ambition and "devilish wickedness" of Cecropia, who would enact any "mischievious practice" if it meant her son could attain Basilius's throne, is paralleled in Gwinne's portrait of Agrippina, who works by any means to achieve power. 40 Moreover, Gwinne's negative depiction of Agrippina, that "irate and powerful" woman (I.iv. 471) whose capacity for villainy seems boundless, reflects the outpouring of popular condemnation of Mary Queen of Scots following the discovery of the Babington Plot. 
Gwinne and the Elizabethan succession crisis
Additionally, it is possible to read Gwinne's discussion of Claudius's disregard for custom in the marriage to Agrippina as an echo of the constitutionalist arguments stressing that "great hazard and danger" is the likely result of any interference with, or royal encroachment on, legal custom. 42 Claudius's disregard for the Senate in claiming that matters of his marriage and succession are his concern alone seems to evoke Elizabeth's attitude towards parliamentary involvement in the discussions of the succession, her marriage, and religious policies. Gwinne thus acknowledges the anxieties of that diverse "loose coalition" of men like Sidney or Burghley, who championed what Collinson has described as "aspects of the Protestant Ascendancy", whether this be advocacy of a more militant foreign policy towards Catholic nations, or discussion of, the succession. 43 Arguably, by presenting Claudius as a ruler who ignores and belittles the desires of his subjects and counsellors, Gwinne allies with those, like Sidney or later like Essex, who felt frustrated by Elizabeth's disregard for her subjects.
Conclusion
While showing an awareness of the political controversies in court circles in this period, Gwinne makes no clear statement about his stance. From this we may conclude that he shares the ambivalence of Montaigne who, as Parmelee acknowledges, seems "far less concerned with who is right and who is wrong than he is with the damaging effects of the upheaval itself". 44 Gwinne argues that those who seek innovation as a remedy for ills are naïve, since an unnecessary change to public life causes irreparable harm. In the second act, Gwinne draws attention to the fickleness of the people who are easily convinced that Nero's accession is something to be celebrated, merely because Nero represents the new face of Rome. An equestrian enters, and is apparently confused about the sequence of events which has just unfolded. "Where's Britannicus? Where's Claudius' son? Where's Britannicus?", he asks, and resigns himself to "follow the crowd", and "follow that version of events which is offered" (II.ii.675-678).
45
Gwinne here seems to echo the sentiments found in Montaigne's Essais where, in the "Apologie for Raymond Sebond", the philosopher laments the ease with which men cast off the old in favour of the new. In the piece, which Miles has described as Montaigne's "most belligerently sceptical" essays, Montaigne intervenes in debates about the French religious conflict by suggesting that France's religious problems stem from the weakness of man's attachment to faith itself.
46
…had we hold-fast on God by himselfe, and not by vs; had wee a divine foundation, then should not humane and worldly occasions have the power so to shake and totter vs as they have … The love of novelties, the constraint of Princes; the good successe of one parties, the rash and casuall changing of our opinions, should not then have the power to shake and alter our beliefe.
47
This resonates in Gwinne's work where he outlines how men are too quick to turn their back on custom. Like Montaigne, Gwinne suggests that this constant desire to seek out change and novelty stems from a defect in man's character -the inability to separate the external ephemera from internal constancy. The implications of Gwinne's belief in terms of a political outlook are evident, for Gwinne favours the maintenance of hierarchy and order, however bad, over action to remedy any perceived ill within the state. Rather than seek to change the external environment through intervention in public life, Gwinne urges men to remain steadfast and uphold order and custom.
